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IRRIGATION IN SOUTH-WESTERN 
AUSTRALIA 
By K. S. COLE, Irrigation Adviser 
THE pattern oi irrigation in South-Western Australia is constantly changing, 
main increase is in the private sector. 
At present, the 
In the past century, there has been a see-saw 
effect from private to Government to private 
schemes. 
Irrigation in Western Australia began slowly, 
with "Cheriton" at Gingin being credited with 
the first irrigation scheme, begun in 1862. By 
1906 only eight farmers were reported to be 
irrigating commercially. 
As the gold rush waned, agriculture became 
increasingly important and in 1908 an irriga-
tion farm was started near Brunswick Junction 
and a Department of Agriculture branch was 
formed to run it. The State farm used surface 
methods of irrigation, though sprinklers had 
been introduced about 1904. 
By 1914, some 300 farmers were irrigating, 
and crops such as lucerne, maize, sorghum and 
vegetables were being successfully grown. 
In 1916 the Government proceeded with a 
small dam on the Harvey River to water some 
3,000 acres of citrus planted near the town. 
However, wrong soil types, poor drainage, 
disease and marketing problems took their toll 
of the citrus industry, which was almost aban-
doned in favour of dairying. 
Irrigation gradually spread, and new dams 
were built at Harvey, Waroona and Collie. 
After World War II, rapid progress took place 
in what were known as the "Government Con-
trolled Areas", and this has continued until 
recent times. 
Today irrigation in the southern part of 
Western Australia can be divided into two 
main sections:— 
• The Government controlled areas which 
stretch from Waroona to Dardanup. 
• The private areas in the hills, along the 
coastal plain and in the fruit-growing 
districts of the lower south-west. 
Smaller areas near Carnarvon and Donny-
brook may be considered partially private. 
The Harvey dam, one of 
the first dams built for 
storage of irrigation water 
in the South-West. 
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These were growing irrigated crops before the 
Government took over control of supplies to 
regulate water use. Farmers in these areas are 
responsible for their own pumping and dis-
tribution set-up. 
The Government areas 
Though still small by Australian and world 
standards, the Government schemes have 
grown considerably from the small beginnings 
of 1916. 
The value of these areas lies in their 
proximity to Perth and the great emphasis 
placed on whole milk production. 
The areas are fortunate to have a relatively 
mild Mediterranean climate. Winters are wet 
with moderate temperatures and summers are 
Table 1.—Approximate monthly average of ma i^nnim 
and minimum temperatures and rainfall (Harvey). 
Mo 
January 
February 
March 
April 
May 
June 
July 
August 
September 
October 
November 
December 
Annual A' 
nth [ Maximum 
°F 
89-5 
85-5 
84-2 
74-4 
64-4 
62-9 
60-5 
62-1 
6 4 0 
66-4 
73-2 
81-9 
/erage .... 72-4 
Minimum 
°F 
61-0 
56-4 
58-4 
55-8 
49-5 
50-6 
47-3 
46-3 
47-2 
48-6 
52-4 
57-3 
52-6 
Rainfall 
Points 
38 
56 
79 
179 
580 
831 
795 
604 
408 
276 
109 
61 
4,016 
dry, warm and sunny. About 70 per cent, of 
the average annual rainfall of 40 in. falls be-
tween May and September. Up to 20 in. may 
fall in June or July, resulting in minor flooding 
and waterlogging of pastures, but damage is 
never severe. (Table 1.) 
Drought is unknown, though below average 
rainfall can cause a late start or early finish to 
the season. 
Most of the irrigated area is sown to pasture, 
which carries about 55,000 beef cattle, and 
dairy cattle producing some 22.3 million gal-
lons of milk annually. 
Water is metered to the farms by Dethridge 
meters and costs about $3.00 per acre foot. 
Farmers are normally allowed three acre feet 
per irrigated acre. With the exception of the 
original 3,000 acres at Harvey which have a 
100 per cent, water right, farmers are allowed 
one irrigated acre for every three acres held 
in the irrigation area. 
Private irrigation areas 
These are the traditional orchard and veget-
able areas, though some pastures have been 
developed over the past few years for whole 
milk and autumn beef supplies. In nearly all 
private schemes the emphasis is on high-return 
crops. 
Farmers obtain their water supplies from 
streams, dams, soakage holes and bores or 
wells. The farmer supplies his own pump, 
motor and distribution facilities. 
Watering is usually done by sprinkler, 
though a few farmers are fortunate to have 
enough water to use flood irrigation. Recently 
Table 2.—Government irrigation reservoirs in the South-West. 
District 
WAROONA.... 
HARVEY ... 
COLLIE 
DONNY-
BROOK .... 
Reservoir 
CI. Drakesbrook 
< 2. Samson 
[_3. Waroona 
C4. Logue Brook 
•I 5. Harvey 
1.6. Stirling 
7. Wellington 
8. Glen Mervyn 
Type 
Concrete .... 
Earth Fill .... 
Earth Fill .... 
Earth Fill .... 
Concrete .... 
Earth Fill .... 
Concrete .... 
Earth Fill .... 
CAPACITY 
Million 
gallons 
504 
2,021 
3,290 
5,230 
2,275 
12,552 
40,790 
300 
Acre feet 
1,835] 
7,450 y 
12,140j 
19,250] 
8,390 y 
46.317J 
150,405 
1,200 
Approx. 
Area of 
district 
Acres 
10,250 
36,000 
36,700 
Approx. 
Rateable 
Area 
Acres 
3,416 
13,952 
12,233 
170 
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Location of dams in the Government Irrigation Areas. 
To PERTH 
54 miles 
PINJARRA 
500 500 
CHAINS 
tWAROC 
HAS 
°Ok 
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°«A 
1000 
BUNBURY 
HAJRVE) # 5 © — y ' ^ 
V * * i t 
V 
6 
iver 
BRUNSWICK JUNCTION 
fROELANDS 
<e5 j -^COLLIE 
' > V/y W 
\R DAN UP 
^ r e s t o
f t 
rCAPEL 
BUSSELTON 
IRRIGATION AREAS WAROONA 
HARVEY 
COLLIE 
1. Drakesbrook; 2. Samson; 3. Waroona; 4. Logue Brook; 5. Harvey; 6. Stirling; 7. Wellington; 8. Glen 
Mervyn. 
171 
Journal of Agriculture, Vol 12 No 6, 1971
there has been much interest in a method 
known as trickle irrigation where a small flow 
of water, two gallons an hour or less, is applied 
to a tree for eight or ten hours a day every day. 
In most vegetable gardens semi-permanent 
sprinkler systems are installed for the life of 
the crop at the time of planting. The systems 
are removed at or after harvesting and the 
land prepared for the new crop. 
Orchardists may use any of several different 
sprinkler or irrigation systems. These include 
fixed overhead systems where sprinklers are 
raised above the trees, moveable lines which 
are manually shifted about, draghose types 
where the several sprinklers are connected to 
a hose which is dragged about, and the new 
trickle flow system. 
In all cases the aim is to produce a maxi-
mum yield of high quality produce for market. 
The growth of irrigation in W.A. is shown 
in Table 3. 
The table below shows the recent increase 
in the private irrigation areas, after lagging 
behind the Government areas between 1964 
and 1968. The Government controlled areas 
are now reaching the peak of suitable land 
and water supplies and will not make much 
more progress on present resources. 
Area of private and Government schemes (acres). 
1960-61 1964-65 1968-69 1969-70 
Government 22,600 29,100 33,500 34,900 
Private 25,900 28,400 28,250 32,500 
The 1969-70 and 1970-71 summers were 
extremely dry following the poor winters of 
1969 and 1970. This prevented many farmers 
from irrigating as much land as they had in-
tended. 
The two semi-private schemes at Carnarvon 
(Gascoyne) and Donnybrook (Preston Valley) 
cover about 2,150 acres. At Donnybrook the 
farmers pump out water let down the river 
from Glen Mervyn Dam. About 500 acres of 
a total irrigated area of 4,000 acres are watered 
in this way. 
Overhead sprinklers in a young apple orchard 
Table 3.—Area of various crops irrigated in Western 
Australia. 
Crop 1960-61 1964-65 1968-69 1969-70 
Vegetables 9,000 9,400 9,700 10,400 
Fruit .... 8,300 11,700 \
 1 l n n n J m m 
Vines .... 900 1,100 / U ' u u u \ li'AW 
Pastures .... 24,600 30,100 35,856 37,700 
Other crops 5,600 5,250 14,100 16,100 
Total 
(approx.) 48,500 63,000 72,750 77,400 
Total 
south-west 
(approx.) 48,500 57,500 61,700 67,400 
Water is used for fruit crops such as apples, 
pears, stone fruit and citrus as well as potatoes 
and vegetables. 
At Carnarvon, the water is used for some 
500 acres of fruit crops such as bananas, 
tropical fruits and citrus and about 1,150 acres 
of vegetables such as beans, tomatoes, capsi-
cums, etc., for the Perth market. 
Although not spectacular, the growth of irri-
gation in Western Australia has been steady. 
The value to the State far outweighs the area 
irrigated. 
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